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I despise the term “Hawaiian time.” Even when I was small, I knew that it was a 
derogatory phrase that attempted to frame us Hawaiians as lazy or inefficient. 
I hated how non-Hawaiian locals would use it to excuse their own tardiness at the 
expense of Hawaiians. One of my closest friends in high school owned a bunch of 
those pidgin phrase T-shirts from T&C Surf, and I hated every time he wore the “I 
Not Late, I Stay On Hawaiian Time” shirt, and I was very vocal with my displeasure. 
Most people would say I was being too sensitive, but it was so blatantly racist and 
offensive to me. 
Part of why I knew in my na a̒u that it was at worst racist, and at best inaccurate, 
was that I was raised knowing how important time is to my people. Our kūpuna 
were master observers and keepers of time. They could trace our genealogical 
history back to the creation of the world in chant, and knew the best times to plant 
certain plants and harvest certain crops, and which specific days were good for fish­
ing specific species of fish. They observed the seasons and patterns in nature, and 
recorded them in mele, moʻolelo, and ʻōlelo no e̒au. When the sharks bite, we 
remember the ʻōlelo no e̒au “pua ka wiliwili, nahu ka manō.” Unfortunately, these 
days we only remember after the sharks start biting, because the endangered 
wiliwili are no longer prevalent enough in the landscape for us to see that they’re 
blooming as a warning that perhaps we should be extra careful going to the beach. 
Hindsight is always 20/20, as they say. 
When it comes to the passing of time, we, as Hawaiians, are also cognizant of 
how quickly we lost our language. Language demise in my family happened within 
one generation. Despite being raised by parents and grandparents who were 
mānaleo, my grandparents were of the generation who grew up with the belief that 
speaking their native language was not going to help them be successful in Hawaiʻi’s 
colonized society. My grandparents did not teach their children to speak Hawaiian. 
On the contrary, my grandmother insisted that my mom and uncle speak proper 
English, and looked down on anyone, even our own family members, who did not. 
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In such a short span of time, Hawaiian would no longer be spoken in our family, 
and English would become our first language. 
For generations, we have succumbed to constant beratings and condescension 
from wave after wave of colonizers, telling us that it would do us no good to learn or 
speak like our kūpuna, because anything Hawaiian that wasn’t for entertainment 
would be a waste of our time. For much too long, this degrading notion has kept 
many of us from reclaiming our language, and therefore reclaiming our identity. Yet 
now more than ever, we recognize this is a wā hulihia, a time for overturning these 
damaging stereotypes and reclaiming what has been lost to us. 
It’s 2020, and suddenly we find ourselves stricken with an excess amount of 
“free” time while under the State of Hawaiʻi’s stay-at-home mandate. Some of us 
have used this newfound extra time to garden, cook, and start new or refresh old 
hobbies. Most of these activities previously required us to set aside time to do 
them, making some a priority over others. It’s fascinating to think about what we all 
have been able to make time for in this pandemic. Making time for things suddenly 
became a luxury, available to us simply because we weren’t allowed to leave the 
house. 
What are the things we’ve finally had the time to make time for? What are the 
things we finally got to do that we thought we couldn’t do before? Many of us have 
finally made time to learn ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, and to take those incredibly important 
first steps in reclaiming our identity as Hawaiians. 
Back in January of this year, the Associated Students of the University of 
Hawaiʻi at Mānoa (ASUH) provided funding for a joint initiative with the 
Hawaiʻinuiākea School of Hawaiian Knowledge (HSHK) to offer free, non-credit 
Hawaiian language classes—and not just for UH students, but for the public as 
well. Truthfully, in planning for the first class, we didn’t think more than forty 
people would actually make the time to show up. As anyone fluent in Hawaiian 
these days will tell you, the most frequent excuse we get when encouraging people 
to learn Hawaiian is “I just don’t have the time.” 
To our surprise, over three hundred people made the time and braved Hono­
lulu traffic and UH Mānoa parking to come to the first class. We were prepared for 
thirty, but as it slowly hit me that the hundreds of people packed into the Campus 
Center hallways were all waiting for our papa ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi, I was overcome with a 
sense of awe that can only be described as e̒ e̒hia. Week after week, an average of 
two hundred people continued to make the time to come to class, most of them 
kūpuna who never got a chance to learn their own native language until now. 
Fast forward a few months, and into the middle of a pandemic that has forced 
most of the world to shelter in place. We’ve since moved our class online, streaming 
on Facebook. We continue to be amazed at how many people consistently “attend” 
our classes online—an average of 10,000 views a week. Many are non-Hawaiians, 
from all around the world. But many more are Hawaiians who finally have the 
chance to make the time to learn their native language. And with every new word 
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they learn and new sentence pattern they get accustomed to, they take a step for­
ward in reclaiming the definition of “Hawaiian time.” 
For over a hundred years, our kūpuna have fought for us to retain our lan­
guage, because they knew that language and identity were tightly bound together. 
On November 8, 1918, in a letter printed in the Nupepa Kuokoa, the author WM. 
M. P. wrote that 
iloko o keia au e nee nei ka hapanui a oi aku o ka olelo Beritania ka mea loheia i 
keia manawa i na keiki, a pela no na makua, me he mea la aole loa kekahi poe 
makua i puka mai mai ko kakou lahui a me he mea la he olelo a ka ili keokeo ka 
lakou olelo kupono. 
English had become so prevalent among children and their parents that it’s as if 
they were no longer recognizable as Hawaiian, and were more fluent in the white 
man’s language than their native language. 
As Hawaiians, we struggle to define what it means to be Hawaiian every day. 
That definition is different for every one, but the hardest question to ask is “Can 
you be Hawaiian without speaking the language?” To many of our kūpuna, like 
WM. M. P., the answer is no. The many articles and letters in the nūpepa kahiko 
remind us that our language is still the core of both our cultural and national identi­
tiy as Hawaiians. On February 11, 1948, an editorial titled “Ka Olelo Makuahine” 
in the newspaper Ka Hoku o Hawaii describes the continual loss and hemahema of 
the Hawaiian being spoken by Hawaiʻi’s youth, a ma ka hopena o ia a̒tikala, wahi a 
ka mea kākau, 
Ke iini nei nohoi makou, e apo mai na opio a kakou i keia a e hooikaika me ka hiki 
ia lakou, i loaa ai ka makaukau ma ka kakou olelo makuahine. O ka hoohaule ana i 
keia mau mea, ua like ia me ko kakou hoopoina ana ia kakou iho. 
In this sentiment we are reminded that our kūpuna wanted us to understand that to 
be Hawaiian is to speak Hawaiian, and that by doing so we are not only strengthen­
ing ourselves and our individual identities as Hawaiians, but also helping to build a 
stronger Hawaiian nation, because to lose our language is to forget who we are. 
To truly love your lāhui is to speak its language. To truly be aloha ā̒ina is to 
ʻōlelo Hawaiʻi. If we can make the time to fight for our Mauna, then we can make 
the time to fight for our language. It is time for us to reclaim this time as Hawaiian 
time, and for us all to make time to learn and perpetuate our language, so our keiki 
will never forget who they are. Pau ka wā paipai, ua hiki mai ka wā paepae. 
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